The widespread growth of Information Systems outsourcing on an international scale contrasts sharply with the somewhat limited development of this practice in Spain. That is why the present paper deals with the situation of Information Systems outsourcing in this country.
Introduction
Information Systems (IS) outsourcing is defined as the practice of turning over part or all of an organisation's IS functions to external service provider(s) (Teng, Cheong and Grover, 1995) . According to Willcocks, Fitzgerald and Feeny (1995) Information Technology (IT) outsourcing means handing over the management of some or all of an organisation's IT, IS and related services to a third party. Following Loo and Venkatraman (1992) IS outsourcing represents the significant contribution by external providers of the physical and/or human resources associated with all the components or with specific components of the IT infrastructure within an organisation. That contribution forms part of a contractual agreement which can even mean the assumption of managerial responsibilities associated with the delivery of IT services by the provider (Clark, Zmud and McCray, 1995) . The e-business revolution has forced a transformation of the traditional outsourcing structures into new forms of outsourcing such as Internet Service Outsourcing, Applications Service Outsourcing and Business Process Outsourcing (BPO) (Watjatrakul, 2005; Yadav and Gupta, 2008) . IS outsourcing has benefited both from the economic globalisation and from the potential of IT, and additionally represents the response of firms to the pressures exerted by the business environment ─generated by greater competition, rapid technological changes and shorter development cycles─ seeking to maintain their competitive advantages (Samaddar and Kadiyala, 2006) . IS outsourcing has experienced a remarkable growth in recent years. Driven at first by the firms' attempts to reduce or control costs and to focus on their core business, and then seen as a way to improve IS services, outsourcing is now a widespread phenomenon (Lee, Huynh and Hirschheim, 2008) . Despite this growth, Spain still lags behind in IS outsourcing (Steria, 2005) and perhaps for this reason, researchers have not gone into this subject sufficiently in depth yet.
The aim of this paper is therefore to clarify the situation of IS outsourcing in Spain, the business context where it finds itself, its expansion level, its main motivations and difficulties, and the degree of satisfaction achieved by its users, as well as its future prospects. With this aim in mind, we thought it appropriate to ask IS managers to give us their opinions about these issues, which served as the basis for a two-stage Delphi study. During the first stage, we prepared a questionnaire which 329 IS managers of large Spanish firms filled in. We summarised the conclusions and results drawn from this first round in 11 questions that we submitted to the said managers; 18 of them agreed to answer and comment on the results. This paper is focused in analysing the results of the second round 1 . Next, we describe the methodology applied along with the results and conclusions of our study.
Methodology
The Delphi method, developed in the 1950s by Olaf Helmer and Norman Dalkey for the RAND Corporation, is a qualitative technique for obtaining data that focuses mainly on the study of the evolution of events in future, based on the opinion of a group of experts (Okoli and Pawlowski, 2004) . At present, researchers use this method both to predict the future and to shed light on the problems of the present (Pérez and Schüler, 1982) . It is precisely in this latter sense that we are going to use the Delphi in our research study. This is therefore a normative Delphi study (Buckley, 1995) through which we try to check the values, preferences or beliefs of a number of experts in relation to a specific matter (in our case, how IS managers value outsourcing in Spain).
The method consists in requesting from a panel of experts their opinion in writing about a specific topic in a series of rounds, by means of several surveys or questionnaires, and always anonymously. Each round provides the experts with feedback about the results obtained during the preceding round so that they can modify their previous answer ─thus coming closer to a consensus with the other interviewees─ or keep their opinion (Bradley and Steward, 2002; Shi and Bennet, 2001; Dekleva and Zupancic, 1996; Gutiérrez, 1989) . The successive rounds encourage reflection, progress toward consensus and greater broadmindedness on the part of the experts interviewed (Dexter et al., 1993) . Anonymity allows the participants to exchange ideas or preferences with no fear to show a conflicting opinion and without any pressures to reach a consensus (Li et al, 2002) . The panel members express themselves honestly because they do not have to worry about the consequences of their answers and are never under the influence of the most dominant personalities. Qualitative research, of which the Delphi studies is an example, usually appears as weak or poor regarding its generalisation capacity, but the truth is that, using the Delphi method, panellists have access to the interpretations of researchers who, in turn, can endorse the 1 Results of the first round are analysed more deeply in other publications (Gonzalez, Gasco and Llopis, 2007 , 2008a , 2008b . We only provide here a summary of this first round.
credibility of the panellists' interpretations, thus confirming the results of the research (Lin, Tan and Chang, 2008) .
Many authors have used the Delphi method as a research tool in the IS area (Madu, Kuei and Madu, 1991; Dexter et al., 1993; Doke and Swanson, 1995; Dekleva and Zupancic, 1996; Hayne and Pollard, 2000; Díaz Martínez, 2000; Ausadamongkol and Loveridge, 2001; Lai, 2001; Mulligan, 2002; Steward, 2002-2003; Akkermans et al., 2003; Sharma et al., 2008; King, 2008a; Kim and Kim, 2008; Yeoh, Koronios and Gao, 2008) . However, there is no agreement on the number of rounds and the number of experts/panellists required to make the method reliable (Hayne and Polland, 2000; Kaynak, Boolm and Leibold, 1994; Loo, 2002) . That is why one can find applications of this method with 2, 3, 4 or more rounds, and with an equally variable number of experts.
In this paper, we chose to apply a normative Delphi method with two rounds:
First round: During this stage, we sent a 26-item questionnaire 2 about IS outsourcing to the IS managers of the largest Spanish firms (ordered according to sales/turnover). Although the total number of questionnaires sent by post was 4,107, the number of valid answers only amounted to 329 (8%; sampling error 5%) 3 .
Second round: Following Dhaliwal and Tung (2000) , and after collecting the interviewees' answers, the Delphi coordinator edits, clarifies, integrates and summarises the data. For this reason, in the present study, unlike what happens in others, the second round did not consist in sending the initial questionnaire with the mean and the standard deviation corresponding to the results obtained during the first round.
Instead, we carried out a summary of those results which led to 11 reflections on IS outsourcing about which we asked the interviewees to give their opinion. In this round, and following recommendations made in previous studies Steward, 2002-2003) , we e-mailed the questionnaire to 60 IS managers who had shown their willingness to collaborate in later stages of our study. (Okoli and Pawloski, 2004) . Furthermore, although it would be desirable to carry out three or four rounds, we should not forget that the number of rounds is flexible in this method (Hayne and Polland, 2000) , to which one could add that panel members may lose their interest if they have to go through many rounds or the study takes too long (Loo, 2002) .
Results
This section will present the most important results obtained. Table 1 shows the general characteristics of the enterprises and the IS departments where the interviewees of both rounds develop their professional activity. (Bradley and Steward, 2003) .
Results of the First Round
As said above, the questionnaire used for the first round had 26 items, 16 of which appear in this paper. 7
of these questions refer to the business environment where the outsourcing of the firms under examination has taken place; in other words, they refer to size (number of workers and sales volume), to industrial sectors, to the characteristics of IS departments and their heads, and to the degree of involvement of the Top Management in the firm's IS. The remaining 9 questions focus more strictly on the reality of outsourcing, that is, they assess the outsourcing level, refer to the main reasons and fears of IS managers in relation to outsourcing, refer to the problems of global or offshore outsourcing and also to the success obtained with these services, and describe how outsourcing can affect the work performed by the systems manager and what the future of outsourcing is likely to be. We have already mentioned that the IS manager of 329 large firms answered the questionnaire during the first round. The results obtained appear both in Table 1 and in Table 3 (Appendix).
Results of the Second Round
After the joint analysis of the answers given by the 18 experts participating in the second round to each one of the 11 questions posed, it became visible that in most cases, one could group interviewees' answers around certain patterns, which is why Table 2 shows a summary of the answers for each question.
TABLE 2

The context of IS outsourcing
In this respect, we have examined the answers to questions 1 to 4 (Table 2) , which refer to the human and economic resources assigned to IS departments, the position of the IS manager within the enterprise's hierarchy, along with the relationship between the Top Management and the IS.
Human resources in IS departments. When asked about the number of employees in IS departments, which in the large enterprises under study ranged between 1 and 10, the vast majority (55.5%) thought that this figure was inadequate and low. Some interviewees suggested suitable figures for the staff volume, which according to some of them was 3% of the total staff, "3% of the staff would be fair. With a staff of 500 employees, at least 15 should be IT employees." Others proposed "between 3 and 5% of the total number of information systems users, trying to keep the core knowledge in-house." There was even someone who suggested a higher figure: "the number of IT members should be at least 10% of the total staff."
It is also true, though, that some interviewees considered the number of IS employees appropriate, "as long as the outsourcing model is solid and the internal management capabilities regarding clients, services, projects and providers are properly developed." Other interviewees pointed out that not only the size of a firm is essential to determine the IS staff size, more factors deserve attention, namely: the business sector, the number of key users, the geographical diversity, the volume of processes and systems (hardware and software) used, the number of new developments open, and the level of outsourcing achieved by the firm.
Economic resources in IS departments. Regarding the economic allocation received by IS departments (question 2), most interviewees seem to agree that the proportion of the budget that large firms dedicate to IT is appropriate. This is the opinion expressed by 55.5% of the interviewees. Only 3 of the panellists consider the allocation inadequate. This is how the majority justifies their stance: "according to common belief, an annual budget of 2 to 3% of the total turnover allows the firm to maintain the technological level required to make proper progress." Instead, in the opinion of those who consider the allocation insufficient, "there is a tendency toward a slow but unstoppable growth of the budget, toward an unavoidable change of mentality; organisations are gradually assuming that information is an asset which, despite being difficult to value, provides a strategic benefit." There were also three interviewees who claimed that the determination of the adequate budget should depend on a set of factors, including the number of R&D processes open, the activity sector and the type of systems used.
Hierarchical position of the IS manager. As for the third question, nearly all panellists (88.9%) find it difficult to understand why one fourth of the largest Spanish firms still have IS managers who depend on Administration and Finance. However, this result should not surprise anybody; in fact, it is much more positive than the results obtained in previous research works (Jones and Arnett, 1993) . Furthermore, authors like King (2008b) state that only one third of the large enterprises truly rely on their CIOs when it comes to strategic decision-making. Panellists criticise this situation of subordination faced by many IS managers, since "that dependence indicates an excessively administrative conception of the function that prevents more far-reaching actions in the context of the firm as a whole". According to the interviewees, the reason why many firms still show this dependence is "a heritage that dates back to the origins of this area which, due to the economic cost of the investments/expenses it implied, occupied this place within the organisation," to which they add that "the first processes to become mechanised-computerised were Top management's involvement in IS. The productivity paradox (Solow, 1987) made it clear that IT could be visible in any area of the firm, except in the statistics for productivity and results. Is this the image the Top Management has of IS today? The answers to the fourth question point in the opposite direction. 100% of the interviewees agree that there is an increasingly high involvement of the Top Management in IS, and also that these top managers' opinion about IT has improved in recent years, to such an extent that they are now much more involved in IT issues, a fact that had also emerged in previous studies (Peslak, 2008) . Furthermore, in the interviewees' opinion, this improvement has to do with various factors: on the one hand, "the computer training associated with Top Management positions is being improved," and on the other hand "the Top Management is already a user of IS, has a better understanding and generally sees the value that properly-managed IS can provide." In short, "the Top Management has started to understand the importance of IT and the need to align them with the business", although as someone says, "there is still a long way to go." These statements confirm the conclusions of previous studies, according to which a higher level of knowledge and involvement in IS/IT by the Top Management would have a positive effect on IT investments, would improve these managers' opinion about IS and would permit the participation of CIOs in business strategic decisions (Kearns and Sabherwal, 2006-2007) .
The situation of IS outsourcing
Degree of outsourcing. In relation to the reality of IS outsourcing, the vast majority of experts interviewed state that firms should outsource certain IS activities more often (question 5). They find it surprising that 16% of the enterprises interviewed in the first round declared not having done any IS outsourcing, a ratio that really seems high considering how widespread this practice is all over the world (Heath, 2008) . According to the panellists, more firms should outsource since it "is complicated to have available in-house all the staff specialised in each one of the different elements that form an IS," and moreover "limiting all the technological capacity to the firm's own resources is something that not even leaders in technology can afford." For the interviewees, the firms not implementing IT outsourcing are probably those in which IS departments "only dedicate their time to IT, paying no attention to the business or to its improvement", something that can only happen in "sectors with very little dynamism."
Just one panellist provided arguments against outsourcing: "outsourcing is a selling option for consultants and not necessarily the best solution for firms."
Outsourcing motivations. Question number 6 refers to the reasons or motivations for outsourcing (Suhaimi, Hussin and Mustaffa, 2007) . The conclusion reached during the first round was that large
Spanish firms mainly applied systems outsourcing for strategic reasons and as a way to improve their IS, economic motivations being less relevant. This idea had already emerged in previous studies (Foogooa, 2008; Hsu and Wu, 2006; Willcocks, Feeny and Olson, 2006) . In the second round, the interviewees endorsed the aforementioned conclusion, with only two exceptions. As someone advocating this stance explained "an evolution has taken place in outsourcing processes. At first, outsourcing was clearly due to a radical cost reduction policy. Now, strategic reasons are prevailing, such as seeking better service quality and providing quick solutions for a sector that is evolving at a vertiginous speed." One of the interviewees explains why outsourcing generates this improvement: "in practice, outsourcing helps to formalise needs, to professionalise the service, to make costs emerge, etc. In any case, from my point of view, the use of outsourcing as the change lever represents a sign of maturity in the systems function."
Others argue that strategic reasons and cost savings are not mutually exclusive, as "strategic reasons usually combine with medium/long-term economic reasons; enterprises cannot adopt such a far-reaching decision considering exclusively short-term economic reasons."
Outsourcing risks. Regarding the risks generated by outsourcing (question 7), the conclusion after the first round was that outsourcing clients have a negative opinion about their information systems providers, showing doubts both about their lack of qualification and about their potential failure to comply with contracts (Taylor, 2006) . Other risks mentioned to a much lesser extent are the possible dependence on the provider and the loss of knowledge that could result from outsourcing IS/IT. During the second round, panellists expressed a set of opinions which, though heterogeneous, can help to understand the reasons for all these doubts and distrust, offering ways to avoid the risks associated with outsourcing as well. Below is a summary of these answers:
o Regarding lack of qualification (Tafti, 2005) , a considerable number of interviewees think it is due to the fact that "the entry barriers to become an information services enterprise are very low, and this has paved the way to many providers, as a result of which the outsourcing supply has grown and some providers with a limited capacity have been able to enter this market." If we add to this the "important and rapidly implemented innovations" before which a lot of providers have no response and the widespread practice of 'chain subcontracting', the perception of risk on the part of clients should not surprise us.
o The interviewees also mention the need to monitor the contract to ensure total compliance with it, thus preventing the client from losing anything in the services received, "control over outsourcing must be very strict in order to avoid this situation; for that purpose firms should use some of the IT department resources to the monitoring of contracts and to the compliance of SLAs 5 -Service Level Agrement-with providers. This practice prevents loss of confidence in outsourcing providers." "One cannot outsource a service without periodically monitoring how it is working; outsourcing does not mean taking no interest." "Furthermore, the SLAs signed must be convenient for both parties (client and provider), in a win-win relationship from which they both benefit". If an agreement signed seems too beneficial to the client, total compliance is most unlikely. Therefore, clients must have realistic expectations ─and not lack of moderation─ about projects; otherwise they will never be satisfied with them (Taylor, 2006) .
In relation to the loss of knowledge (Willcocks, Lacity and Kern, 1999) , the interviewees argued that "it is something that should never happen since the firm's IT staff should be involved in a permanent training and updating process." This would remove the feeling of dependence with respect to the provider.
Furthermore, firms should not outsource excessively. Instead, they should opt for selective outsourcing in order to minimise dependence. Thus, the idea would be not to outsource the systems and applications categorised as strategic, otherwise "we tend to resemble the others, losing what is the essence of the firm and the features that differentiate it from others in its sector". "Periodically refreshing the contract and including new clauses which reflect the constant changes that occur in the service" is the last measure equally necessary to reduce dependence and keep the contract alive.
Offshore outsourcing. As for IS offshore outsourcing (question 8), which takes place when the service provider and the client find themselves in different countries, the results after the first round revealed that Spanish enterprises usually associate the greatest risks with cultural, political, linguistic, and even legal problems, and not so much with the lack of infrastructures or quality of these foreign providers. These conclusions are in keeping with previous works which highlight the importance that the cultural context 5 Service Level Agreement. It refers to the part of the outsourcing contract which specifies the Agreements on the Level of Service.
has in outsourcing projects (Samaddar and Kadiyala, 2006) . During the second round, all the interviewees but one, who did not clarify his opinion, supported this conclusion, arguing that "the client's needs are more difficult to understand from another country." Furthermore, "there is prejudice about the unknown;
going abroad means moving in a market different from the usual one, with the fears and distrust that this generates". An interviewee offers an example from his enterprise, which has outsourced to India: "the most difficult problem faced by our outsourcing project in India was the cultural aspect and had nothing to do with technical knowledge, management skills or working capacity. We had to impart cultural knowledge seminars both for the Indian workers of the outsourcer and for our own workers so that they could understand each other." IS manager's job. After the first round of our study, we concluded that the influence of outsourcing on the job of IS managers was either non-existent or positive but, above all, that it was generally not detrimental to the job. During the second round (question 9), most of the panellists (16) ratified this conclusion, and only two of them disagreed. Those who support this conclusion point out that "outsourcing can help them (managers) to achieve their goals," "it contributes to improve their work if it frees time for them to perform management functions", "it has meant a change: the job has passed from a very technical profile to a new one much more oriented toward negotiation and supervision,"
"outsourcing makes it necessary to define needs accurately, to value all costs and to manage services and providers instead of people and equipment, outsourcing makes it necessary to implement a more solid management model," "outsourcing low-added-value services properly liberates time in favour of areas which are more valuable for the business." Some of these opinions coincide with previous studies, according to which the demand for softer types of knowledge such as communication, negotiation and the knowledge about the business and the industry will gradually increase among IS workers with the growth of outsourcing, this meaning no real threat to their jobs (Simon, Kaiser, Beath, Goles and Gallagher, 2007) .
Degree of satisfaction. Regarding the firms' degree of satisfaction (Seddon, Cullen and Willcocks, 2007) with IS outsourcing (question 10), the conclusion resulting from the first round was that most enterprises were indeed satisfied and, especially, that their strategic and technological expectations ─though not so much the economic ones─ had come true. 88.9% of our interviewees supported this conclusion in the second round. They argued that "internally, we do not work with the same level of exigency, quality, statistics, data and control as when we must control third parties and demand things from them, and this leads to a better service." What is more, in these services "both the provider and the client have an almost infinite capacity to provoke mutual and continuous improvements in the service, working in a coordinated way and aligned with the objectives. On the other hand, after achieving a certain activity volume, the advantages of outsourcing in terms of flexibility and response agility become unquestionable." We should bear in mind that "the speed with which technologies evolve and the agility of the everyday work makes it impossible to recycle internal staff quickly, which means that outsourcing is the only option to 'keep up to date' or to embark on new projects." In short, the satisfaction provided by these services lies in the fact that "outsourcing permits to acquire skills faster and to be able to provide more client-oriented services using internal resources. The economic profit will depend on the cost structure of each firm. But, in general, firms make the mistake of not entering all the internal costs when they compare them with the external ones (about which we usually have a more demanding attitude)."
Outsourcing future. Finally, the interviewees think that the trend shows a growth of IS outsourcing services in Spain, though not of offshore outsourcing 6 (question 11). As explained by panellists, "the tendency to increase subcontracting is unavoidable, but not to the extreme of outsourcing the service,"
"Spanish firms do not have a global mentality and will not go abroad if there is a mature group of providers nationally." In short, "it is complicated to know whether providers will be domestic or foreign, but outsourcing is a rising trend." One of the interviewees gave the key for the growth of this type of services, when he said that "outsourcing must be specialised; there are neither key-in-hand projects nor enterprises which do anything. I can see more and more professionalism and transparency with respect to these issues and that is the key for growth. What matters most is the contact between individuals (client and provider)."
Conclusions, Implications and Limitations
This paper has used the normative Delphi method to check how the IS managers of large Spanish firms value IS outsourcing. The results obtained in the first round largely found confirmation in the second round. Furthermore, the Delphi has permitted to know the reasons underlying our first conclusions, since the actual words of the interviewees allow us to have a better understanding of the results obtained.
The panellists interviewed see the IS function environment as favourable regarding the budget allocation for these departments ─which they generally consider adequate─ and the Top Management's vision about IS. They highlight that, in recent years, and due to the generational change amongst other things, the Top Management has come closer to IT departments and there is a greater level of mutual understanding and involvement. Nevertheless, experts believe that many large firms have understaffed IS departments and additionally find inappropriate that, in one fourth of the enterprises interviewed during the first round, IS managers must report to Administration or Finance, when they should occupy a much higher place in the hierarchy of the organisation. These last two aspects cast a shadow over the environment of the IS function in large firms, which is why some rethinking should take place in order to favour the correct development of this function.
This 'undervaluing' of the systems function in our firms might explain why, though IS outsourcing has become quite a widespread phenomenon in Spain, it is still not as fully developed as it should, since 16%
of the enterprises interviewed in the first round declared that they had still not outsourced any functions in the IS area. Experts regard this percentage as excessively high and cannot believe how some large firms have not even thought about this alternative yet. The interviewees explain that these are probably enterprises belonging to sectors with little dynamism or where IS departments have little interest in contributing to the business, as outsourcing is currently a key strategy to keep up to date in such a rapidlychanging area as IT. The interviewees added that firms mainly implement outsourcing for reasons related to strategy and IS improvement, far now from the initial stage in which the economic motivations were the only justification for this alternative.
In any case, one should not forget the various risks or problems that IT outsourcing may generate, though the interviewees suggested a number of ways to avoid those risks, which coincide with the proposals made in the literature (Gefen, Wyss and Lichtenstein, 2008; Goo, Huang and Hart, 2008; Levina and Su, 2008; Blomberg, 2008; Rustagi, King and Kirsch, 2008) . Among the reasons for clients' doubts and distrust about IS providers, which have not diminished but actually grown over the years, the interviewees refer to the usual 'chain subcontracting' policy, where the client has no real control over who is the true service provider, and the spectacular growth of the outsourcing supply in recent years, which has allowed the entry of providers with a deficit in quality and professionalism.
As for offshore outsourcing Rottman and Lacity, 2008) , which the results of the first round identified as still poorly developed in Spain, the interviewees confirmed that the main risks have to do with cultural aspects, as other studies had already shown , while issues such as the lack of infrastructures or quality of foreign providers raise no particularly relevant doubts.
In tune with other studies (Preston, 2008) , our panel of experts concluded that outsourcing can contribute to improve the job of IS managers, the role of whom will stop being mainly technical to become much more oriented toward negotiation and supervision. The interviewees additionally ratify that IS outsourcing is generally satisfactory, and that this occurs above all when there are mutual and continuous improvements between client and provider, which again coincides with the results of previous studies (Yoon and Im, 2008) . Likewise, outsourcing helps to acquire IT skills and competences faster.
This study presents some implications, specially for IS Managers:
o Outsourcing is a way to improve the IS services because it helps to formalise needs, to professionalise the service and to enter costs, which is why achieving joint strategic and economic advantages is far from unusual. These advantages should be taken in mind by Spanish firms specially, so they should consider to increase their outsourcing level in the future, in a selective way.
o There are several ways to minimise or avoid outsourcing risks, for instance, to carry out a periodical monitoring of the outsourced functions, to seek SLAs that prove convenient for both the client and the provider, to refresh the contract with new clauses that could adapt to changes in the business, not to neglect the training of the internal staff and not to outsource in excess, opting instead for selective outsourcing.
o The specialisation of providers and their fluent contact with clients are the ultimate keys to IS outsourcing success.
One should consider the previous conclusions and implications taking into account the limitations faced in this study. On the one hand, it is a basically descriptive paper and, though it provides quantitative information, the analysis is mainly qualitative. This raises a problem in terms of result generalisation, but has the advantage that in the panellists' words, we understand and interpret the results obtained, which means that we can largely ratify the results drawn from the first questionnaire elaborated. Furthermore, it refers exclusively to the context of large Spanish firms. Nonetheless, in our view, it is worth studying the Spanish outsourcing model, which is less developed and has received much less attention from researchers than that of other Western countries. The objective of this paper is very wide, as it has covered a range of issues about IS outsourcing in Spain (the outsourcing environment, outsourcing motivations, outsourcing risks, etc.). Different studies should analyse more deeply each one of these topics in Spain in the future. Also, this study is concentrated in the client's perspective but a future avenue for research is analysing outsourcing from the provider's point of view in Spain. All in all, we hope the present study will help to know the situation of IS outsourcing in our country and to consider its convenience, in the case of those enterprises which have not aligned themselves with this trend yet.
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